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The Panamanian government, and Defense Forces commander Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega,
won a major test of strength Oct. 22 when a protest march and general strike organized by the
National Civic Crusade failed. The opposition, seeking to overthrow Noriega had said Thursday's
protest would be a major showdown "the beginning of the end" and a demonstration of its strength.
On Oct. 20, Panamanian President Eric Arturo Delvalle and his cabinet signed a decree banning
the demonstration, and "any other mobilization aimed at subverting order and overthrowing the
constitutional government." The decree instructed authorities to take "necessary measures" to
prevent the demonstration, and brings its leaders "to justice." (See "Panamanian Government Bans
Oct. 22 Demonstration Organized by National Civic Crusade," CAU 10/21/87.) On Thursday, fewer
than 400 demonstrators, most of them young, attended the march. They dispersed quickly in the
face of charges by riot-equipped troops. A few shops in the downtown business districts closed
for the day and boarded up their windows. Most ignored the calls from protest organizers to shut
down at 10:30 a.m. Huge street demonstrations were held five months ago after one of Noriega's
former associates publicly accused him of rigging the 1984 presidential election, killing political
opponents and personally profiting from corruption. The government responded with a crackdown.
According to opposition groups, at least 16 organizers were arrested in the last few days alone.
Other activists have disappeared or have been beaten and briefly detained, along with passerbys
and nearly a dozen US servicemen. Many Crusade leaders have left the country, and others are
in hiding and contemplating the same. The government has closed four independent newspapers
and two radio stations and has censored television stations with threats of prosecution. It has also
severely hampered the opposition's leadership by cutting its lines of communication. For local
news, the campaign now relies on facsimile machines lent by private businesses to obtain accounts
printed abroad. It also depends on what is known here as "lip radio" word of mouth to disseminate
it. Demonstrations against Noriega have continued, but week by week they have become smaller
and less well-organized. The campaign has tried to harness popular discontent by turning the
protests into a personal drive against Noriega. It has portrayed him as a despot and has called for
his removal, an investigation of the accusations against him and free elections to restore civilian
supremacy. Noriega has managed to deflect some of the criticism. He has solidified his support in
the Defense Forces by doubling its size and putting senior officers in charge of dozens of lucrative
enterprises. The general has also successfully portrayed himself as a defender of Panamanian
nationalism and the protests as an attack on the military. That appears to have made him stronger
than before the demonstrations began, Western diplomats said. Militants in the opposition say they
hope that the continuing protests and support from the US will provoke the military to overthrow
Noriega. But opposition leaders acknowledge that this is a slim hope. (Basic data from NEW YORK
TIMES, 10/23/87; PRENSA LATINA, 10/22/87)
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